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of a good 
thing 
Above, suburban residents peer at 
each other across an expanse of 
lawn. Right, a deer dodges traffic in 
Indiana; such close contact can lead 
to accidents. 
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W hen eight-year-old Ann Johnson visited her grandmother in Boulder, 
Colo., she was over-
joyed to find deer feed-
ing at her window. "Look, Grandma, one's 
for sale!'' she exclaimed, spying a 
numbered tag on the buck's ear. The 
Boulder deer were not for sale, of course, 
but part of a study by biologists of deer-
related problems in the community. Such 
problems have become increasingly com-
mon in recent years, not only in Boulder, 
but also throughout much of suburban 
America, as deer have become more 
numerous and more visible. 
Deer in America have been increasing in 
number since the turn of the century, when 
perhaps fewer than 500,000 of an 
original population of 
40 to 50 million deer 
survived widespread 
slaughter for commer-
cial meat and hide mar-
kets. Today, the deer 
population overall has 
recovered to about 23 
million (although there 
are some endangered 
species like the Florida 
key deer) and continues 
to grow. At the same 
time, our human pop-




Land development for 
housing, industry, air-
ports, shopping cen-
ters, and highways 
eliminates habitat for 
deer. Deer are often 
crowded into smaller 
and fewer habitat 
patches-to the con-





tat for deer decreases, 
the quality of what is 
left often improves; 
people in many suburban areas tend to 
create a landscape mosaic of woodlots, 
brushy areas, meadows, lawns, and gar-
dens-just what deer prefer. 
Almost everyone who has deer as neigh-
bors has some concerns about them. Deer 
may be involved in collisions with auto-
mobiles, with serious consequences for 
human safety and property. Deer can 
damage crops and ornamental plants. They 
have been implicated as a carrier of Lyme 
disease. 
In today's world, living in many subur-
ban areas has become synonymous with liv-
ing with deer. Their graceful beauty and 
peace-loving nature are as much a part of 
suburban life as the robin's song or the rac-
coon's self-important mischieviousness. 
Public-opinion surveys generally reflect 
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Concern over the interaction between 
deer and humans ... turns into a 
heated debate if hunting is proposed~-~--
an appreciation of deer, even where the 
animals are very abundant. A survey of 
Westchester County, New York, residents 
showed that 85 percent "enjoyed" the 
deer, while 8 percent didn't, and 7 percent 
had no particular feelings one way or 
another. However, a majority of those 
queried were also concerned about 
deer/people problems. 
Concern over the interaction between 
deer and the human communities in which 
they live invariably turns into a heated 
debate if hunting is proposed. Some insist 
"it's the only way" to resolve deer/human 
conflicts in surburbia, to which others re-
spond, "No way!" New hunts have 
aroused public protests in places as diverse 
as the U.S. Air Force Academy in Col-
orado and Tyler State Park in Pennsyl-
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vania. Emotions run high elsewhere as 
well, such as Princeton, New Jersey, 
where some homeowners allow bow hun-
ting, to the outrage of their neighbors, who 
have seen wounded deer in their own 
yards. There, as in Minnesota Valley, 
Minnesota, citizens push for an end to 
newly installed hunts. 
While game managers often propose 
recreational hunting as a solution to subur-
ban deer problems, The HSUS and most 
animal-protection advocates oppose it, for 
a variety of reasons. One has to do with 
the deer themselves. Even if killing were 
the only workable alternative, recreational 
hunting is not a humane way of doing it. 
Deer shot by hunters often suffer an 
agonizing and prolonged death. An indica-
tion of this is the high rate of crippling loss, 
the number of deer that 
are shot and later die 
but are not recovered 
by hunters. Studies 
show the overall crip-
pling loss for deer 
tends to exceed 25 per-
cent of the total num-
ber of animals killed. 
It is much higher in 
some areas, particu-
larly where bow and 
arrow or muzzle-load-
ing guns are used. In 
addition to those ani-
mals that make up the 
crippling loss, many 
other deer sustain non-
lethal wounds that may 
result in permanent 
disability and eventual 
death. 
Deer in hunted pop-
ulations typically lead 
very abbreviated lives. 
In many hunted deer 
herds, few animals 
survive past the age of 
five. In unhunted 
herds, deer of ten or 
more years of age are 
not uncommon. Al-
though natural selec-
tion tends first to re-
move the weak, the 
very young, and the very old in a popula-
tion, hunters prefer the healthiest, most 
vigorous animals. 
A less evident impact of sport hunting 
on deer is the behavioral and social dis-
ruption it causes. A fawn that loses its 
mother to hunting is without the benefit of 
her experience and care, which normally 
lasts a full year. As deer are killed, social 
bonds are also broken between does and 
older offspring, between siblings, and be-
tween bucks and does during the rut. Hunt-
ing commonly disrupts deer during the 
mating season, a time that can be par-
ticularly stressful for bucks. Deer that are 
hunted are, understandably, more leery of 
people and spend more of their lives 
avoiding and fleeing from them. This 
reduces the opportunity for people to 
observe and interact peacefully with deer. 
Another primary concern about sport 
hunting is its effect on the human environ-
ment. Foremost is the risk of accidental 
death or injury to people and other non-
target animals. The risk to human safety 
in suburban areas would be expected to be 
higher than for the country as a whole, 
which, in 1987, recorded 212 hunting-
related fatalities and 1,467 injuries. 
Because of safety concerns, the distur-
bance caused by an influx of hunters, the 
discharge of firearms, and the anxieties 
that all of these can cause, people have lit-
tle choice but to curtail many outdoor ac-
tivities during any deer-hunting season. 
For some people, the opportunity to ex-
perience and enjoy nature during much of 
the Fall is lost. 
Traditional sport hunting is ineffective 
in controlling deer and, ultimately, in re-
ducing deer-human problems. In New 
Jersey, for example, the herd continues to 
grow despite a 25-30 percent "harvest" 
and an extended hunting season (in 1988, 
for example, 45,000 of 160,000 deer were 
taken over a ninety-five-day hunting 
season.) In short, while it is certainly 
possible to decimate a deer population by 
killing large numbers of deer, sport-
hunting seasons are not set in such a way 
as to accomplish such a decimation-even 
if that were a worthy goal. 
Herd size can be largely unaffected by 
sport hunting because of a greater per-
25 
centage of survival of remaining deer over 
the winter and because of an increase in 
the number of fawns raised in the spring. 
(Hunting reduces competition for other-
wise scarce winter forage.) In many cases, 
hunting creates a greater proportion of re-
producing does in the herd, as hunters 
prefer killing bucks. (Since bucks are 
polygamous, even if relatively few remain, 
most does will still be mated.) Herd growth 
continues in many hunted areas while in 
some unhunted or lightly hunted areas, 
deer populations are stable or fluctuate 
only slightly from year to year. 
In cases where hunting is heavy enough 
to reduce herd size, the deer that remain 
may still present a problem. Some people 
will simply argue for more hunting; if 35 
percent of the deer are killed by hunters an-
nually and that's not effective, why not kill 
50 percent, or even 75 percent? Turning 
American suburbs into war zones, with 
camouflaged, shotgun-toting hunters as 
ubiquitous as stationwagons, is obviously 
not the answer to real or perceived prob-
lems with deer. 
Many people have heard about the effects 
of deer on the ecology of parks and other 
natural areas. Overpopulation and damage 
to natural vegetation are commonly cited 
by game managers as reasons to institute 
or expand the recreational hunting of deer. 
Deer herds do not grow indefinitely. 
They reach a point where, over time, the 
number of animals that are born and die 
tend to balance out. Deer die from ex-
posure to severe weather (particularly in 
winter), disease associated with old age, 
disease in general, parasitism, accidents, 
malnutrition, or from combinations of such 
factors. At higher herd densities, deer raise 
fewer fawns. 
The maximum number of deer, averaged 
over time, that can be supported by 
available forage, cover, and other resources 
defines the ecological carrying capacity for 
deer in a given area. Some game managers 
mistakenly assume that deer herds that 
reach carrying capacity are, by definition, 
overpopulated. Yet, deer commonly do 
well in such high density herds, and most 
live far longer than where hunting is 
allowed. 
There are circumstances when a deer 
herd may exceed carrying capacity for a 
time. Biologists term this a population ir-
ruption; some people describe it as "over-
population." It may occur, for example, 
when deer are forced by land development 
into areas where their numbers are already 
high or when deer are introduced into a 
new area and grow very rapidly in number. 
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When populations ir-
rupt, the number of 
deaths will increase 
until herd numbers 
come back into balance 
with available re-
sources. 
Does an abundance 
of deer have a negative 
impact on the local en-
vironment? There is no 
doubt that deer can 
change it, as do in-
sects, smaller mam-
mals, high winds, 
forest succession, and 
other natural factors. 
But whether or not the 
change is unfavorable 
depends on one's view-
point. When deer con-
sume much of the plant 
food available to them, 
some argue that the 
vegetation is damaged. 
Others contend that 
this may not be prop-
erly called damage at 
all, since deer are only 
eating their natural 
food in their natural 
habitat. Deer eventually provide abundant 
food for crows, eagles, vultures, raccoons, 
weasels, opossums, bobcats, foxes, bears, 
and other wildlife that feed on carrion. 
Given the degree to which most natural 
communities have already been altered by 
tree cutting, roads, urban development, and 
pollutants, changes brought about by deer 
seem minor, indeed. 
Living with deer poses concerns for 
people as well as for the environment. In 
the United States each year, deer-vehicle 
collisions result in an estimated 200,000-
350,000 deer mortalities and $400-$700 
million in damage to property. Approx-
imately 120 human deaths and 8,000 in-
juries yearly are attributed to deer-vehicle 
accidents (about two-tenths of 1 percent of 
all auto-related human fatalities and in-
juries). Recreational hunting of deer does 
not solve the accident problem; the states 
and areas where hunter kill of deer is 
highest are often the ones where deer-
vehicle collisions are greatest. 
The best way to reduce deer-vehicle col-
lisions is to modify driver behavior and, 
in some cases, deer behavior as well. 
Drivers can be directed to slow down in 
deer-crossing areas, especially between 
sunset and sunrise. Speed limits should be 
strictly enforced. In many cases, deer can 
be discouraged from frequenting roadside 
areas by removing vegetation as far back 
from the road as possible. (Underpasses or 
overpasses for deer should be considered 
on busy roads that bisect their natural travel 
routes.) Installing an optical "fence," 
created when automobile lights hit special 
roadside reflectors or mirrors, is another 
option, as is more traditional roadside fenc-
ing to exclude deer from especially hazar-
dous areas. 
Deer have been implicated in the spread 
of Lyme disease. Lyme disease is an infec-
tion caused by a coiled bacterium, which 
is transmitted normally through the bite of 
the tiny Ixodes tick, whose adult stage oc-
curs on deer as a primary host. The disease 
usually involves an initial skin rash and flu-
like symptoms. It responds well to an-
tibiotic treatment but, if left untreated, can 
lead to serious illness. 
Current evidence indicates that even a 
major reduction in the number of deer may 
not eliminate the disease. For example, 
Ixodes ticks infected with the Lyme disease 
organism occur in Bethpage State Park, 
New York, where deer are reported absent. 
This is apparently because adult ticks can 
also feed on other mammals such as rac-
coons, foxes, and dogs. Birds, field mice, 
and other small mammals carry tick larvae 
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and nymphs, the latter of which most often 
carry Lyme disease bacteria. More than 
5, 000 cases of Lyme disease were reported 
in 1988, but deer are no more to blame for 
the ailment than any other wild animal 
serving as an intermediary host for ticks. 
Although hunters sometimes claim that 
sport hunting controls Lyme disease, most 
such arguments are unjustified. One study 
shows that the incidence of Lyme disease 
was not reduced even where deer were 
reduced by 75 percent. Where Lyme 
disease is of concern, the best defense is 
protective clothing and repellents and an 
awareness of symptoms. 
The most common complaint about deer 
is that they feed on vegetables, fruits, or-
namental flowers, and shrubs. Deer are 
fond of a great variety of domestic plants, 
ranging from corn and pumpkins to apple 
trees and evergreen azaleas. When 
damage, replacement, and control costs are 
tallied across suburban areas, they can total 
in the many millions of dollars. For some 
suburban farmers, deer are as troublesome 
as pest insects, bad weather, and high taxes. 
To protect crops and ornamental plants, 
fencing is undoubtedly the best alternative 
where deer browsing is heaviest. Deer-
protection fences for commercial or agri-
cultural use consist of eight- to ten-foot 
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woven-wire fence and 
various parallel double 
fences, both electric 
and non-electric, 
which are installed 
several feet apart. 
Slanted and double 
fencing need be only 
about four feet high 
since the perception of 
depth deters deer from 
jumping them. While 
the initial cost of fenc-
ing may be high, it is 
an investment in long-
term prevention of eco-
nomic loss and long-
term compatibility 




made fencing to appeal 
to aesthetics (e.g., a 
rustic wooden picket 
fence), utility (a double 
fence that also serves 
as a chicken run), and 
cost efficiency (use of 
low cost plastic mesh). 
In some cases, crea-
tive homemade devices have worked, such 
as "false fence" made from cord, 
aluminum pie plates, and venetian blinds. 
If some browsing is tolerable, a person can 
simply cover plants with plastic netting 
(with one-quarter-inch mesh) where deer 
are active. 
Many homeowners and farmers com-
monly apply substances to vegetation that 
taste or smell bad to deer. These repellents 
can be effective where deer pressure is light 
to moderate. Commercially available prod-
ucts include those composed of ammonium 
soaps (Hinder), putrescent egg solids 
(Deer-Away), and bone tar oil (Magic Cir-
cle). "Home remedies" that can be effec-
tive include human hair (in bags spaced 
three feet apart), deodorant soaps, and 
tankage. In a pinch, hot pepper sauce (with 
a retention additive such as Wilt-Proof) and 
even dirty socks may work. 
Rather than block or repel deer, some 
people will plant ornamentals that are less 
palatable to them. Deer show little or no 
interest in many plants including holly, box-
wood, English ivy, barberry, daffodil, iris, 
spruce, fir, and cactus. 
Reducing deer problems through the use 
of "deer-resistant" plants, repellents, and 
fencing does not require reducing herd 
size. Nevertheless, there is often commu-
nity pressure to do so. Apart from sport 
hunting, commonly proposed methods in-
clude killing by marksmen, capture and eu-
thanasia (or relocation), and contraception. 
The basic problem with any attempt at an 
overall reduction of the herd is that a very 
large number of deer (often 50 percent of 
the females) must be regularly killed or 
treated for significant results. 
In contrast, selective removal or treat-
ment of deer may be practical for reducing 
the number of deer locally if non-lethal 
alternatives fail. For relatively small, con-
fined herds, for example, fertility control 
may be an effective and humane means for 
limiting the number of deer. 
If herd size must be controlled, the best 
and most permanent way is through basic 
land-use planning. In this case, land 
development strives to keep down the car-
rying capacity for deer in residential and 
farming areas. For best results, residen-
tial developments, farms, and natural areas 
should be arranged in large blocks, rather 
than finely interspersed over the land. To 
ensure a range of natural communities, 
natural and open space areas should be as 
large as possible, and where they lie near 
farms or residential areas, they should con-
sist of older growth forests, as these tend 
to produce less undergrowth favorable to 
deer. 
None of these solutions works all the 
time for everyone-none could, because 
not everyone feels the same way about the 
impact of deer. What is acceptable or 
desirable to one landowner may be com-
pletely unacceptable to another. In some 
communities, expectations may differ 
drastically from reality. Deer exist and 
have to eat-they are as much a part ofthe 
natural environment as are storms, cold 
weather, or insect life. 
Some solutions may work in some, but 
not all, circumstances. One strand of elec-
tric fence wire may keep deer out of a 
yard, but, if the deer learn they can scale 
such a fence if they wish, a six-foot high 
barrier might fail. 
People, in the end, will have to accept 
the fact that, unless they exterminate every 
deer in their environment, they will be 
unable to eradicate every consequence of 
their existence. 
While living with deer can be challeng-
ing, it is also enviable from the point of 
view of those who live where little wildlife 
of any kind remains. • 
Dr. Tony Povilitis is senior scientist in the 
HSUS department of wildlife and 
environment. 
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